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Introduction 
 
This book arises from research aimed initially at investigating Aboriginal 
politics in the public arena in New South Wales from the 1880s to the 
1940s. As I carried out that work, I was struck by the continuity in 
Aboriginal statements of a strong interest in land and place. This 
contradicted the conventional wisdom, which is that after the initial 
defence of land during the early stages of the invasion, Aboriginal people 
in the south-east were politically dormant until the 1930s. Then, it is 
now acknowledged, they launched a campaign for equal civil rights, and 
in the process became involved in a series of alliances with white 
Christians and trade unionists. This south-eastern concern with the 
politics of equality continued into the 1950s and 1960s, with the 
campaign to change the Federal Constitution culminating in the 
referendum in 1967 and with the Freedom Ride in 1965. Only, we have 
been told, after the Northern Territory campaigns of the Yolngu people 
at Yirrkala in 1963 and the Gurindji in 1966, when the issue of land 
rights based on traditional ownership was introduced, did south-eastern 
Aboriginal people take up the call for land rights in their own areas. 
In fact, as the archival records show, there have been frequent south-
eastern Aboriginal expressions of their rights to and need for land, 
beginning at least as early as the mid-nineteenth century. These demands 
have been based on assertions of both traditional rights and the right to 
compensation for dispossession. Not only have there been formal 
written petitions or deputations to white officials, and later organised 
political bodies which made land a central platform, but there have also 
been many individual and community actions, some planned and some 
spontaneous, ranging from brief sit-ins and long-term squats to 
tenacious legal and physical battles. These actions confirm a persistent 
demand for land among Aboriginal people from the time the invasion 
violence eased. 
In this book I trace some dimensions of those land issues in Aboriginal 
politics in New South Wales. I discuss many different political 
movements, from formal organisations to spontaneous grassroots 
 xx 
actions. In some, land has been the principal issue, but for many others 
land has been one element in a platform of goals. My analysis considers 
the reasons for the changing balances between the various demands in 
Aboriginal political platforms, as well as the effect both allies and 
opponents have had in Aboriginal decisions about how to present their 
often complex goals. 
These broad platforms of political aims have often reflected Aboriginal 
interests in issues of civil rights and equality of access to resources and 
services, at the same time as asserting Aboriginal prior rights in land. 
Aboriginal activists have not felt any contradiction between the two 
types of demands. They have usually presented their civil political 
standing and authority as arising from their prior custodianship of their 
lands. 
I do not expect to be able to record here all that land means and has 
meant for Aboriginal people. As a historian I deal with scattered sources 
and distant periods, so the glimpses I gain about the past are always 
fragmentary and usually represent only the most public aspects of any 
debate. As a Celtic Australian, I have been brought up with different 
cultural experiences from those of Aboriginal Australians, and so I am 
far from being able to interpret cultural or political meanings on behalf 
of Aboriginal landholders. What I do hope to do is to record and analyse 
what Aboriginal people have said publicly about their goals and what 
they have done to achieve them. 
Even within these limitations, the exploration of the way the land issue 
has threaded its way through Aboriginal politics since the invasion raises 
many fruitful questions. These illuminate both Aboriginal and non-
Aboriginal history in south-eastern Australia. This book sets out to 
explore some of those questions. 
First, while land is a constant presence in Aboriginal political demands, 
the ideas of land expressed in these public debates have been varied and 
complex. Sometimes land has been demanded as a concrete goal, with 
particular areas in mind; at the same time land might be also an ideal and 
a rallying call, a symbol of both rightful possession and unjust 
dispossession, and as well a focal point for identification. At times the 
demand has been urgent, an insistence that land is the immediate goal of 
the movement. At other times it has become a longer-term goal, while 
other demands, such as equality of wages and political rights, have been 
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Map 3. New South Wales 
seen as urgent. A central question is why such shifts in public priority 
have occurred. Do they reflect changing interests in land among 
Aboriginal people? Or do they reflect changes in the context in which 
Aboriginal demands were being made? 
Second, the demand for land has not always been put forward with equal 
force across the State. Often it has been a regional Aboriginal movement 
which has raised the land issue with most urgency or persistence, a call 
which may or may not have been taken up by organisations representing 
Aboriginal people in other regions. Decades later, a very different 
regional pattern of demand for land rights had often emerged, with 
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Aboriginal spokespeople from another area of the State being the ones 
to raise and press the land issue. What caused these differences? Did 
they arise from different traditional relations to land? Or from changing 
pressures on Aboriginal people in different regions of the State? Or 
again from differing strategic decisions about how to express Aboriginal 
interests? 
Third, there have been shifts in the composition of the allies Aboriginal 
movements have found among white Australians. Some groups have 
endorsed Aboriginal land demands in one period and opposed them in 
others. Why have these changes occurred? What has led these different 
white interest groups and organisations to favour or condemn 
Aboriginal land aspirations? 
These questions demand a consideration of Aboriginal land interests 
which recognises their historicity, the ways they arise from particular 
historical contexts. Aboriginal people have been engaged in the changing 
conditions of life under colonialism, developing new strategies and 
imagining new futures for themselves at the same time as sustaining 
fundamental elements of their aspirations. So the expression of 
Aboriginal land demands reflects such changes as well as continuity. 
Considering these questions about Aboriginal political demands for land 
leads inevitably to reflecting on the importance of land as an idea as well 
as a commodity for white Australians. Land has been a central element 
of political debate and desire for different groups of white Australians 
too over many years of colonial experience. 
The Aboriginal demands for land were never expressed in a vacuum. 
Instead, they were interventions into that mainstream discourse about 
land, its values, its rightful or desirable possessors and its meanings. The 
nineteenth-century debates over squatting and free selection, with their 
implications for social formations and the changing face of political and 
economic life, influenced the ways Aboriginal spokespeople chose to 
frame their demands for land. Later, the shifts in rural technology and 
the dreams of massive irrigation schemes to increase the productivity of 
the land were the context for Aboriginal decisions about strategies for 
making their claims. Throughout the twentieth century, the wilderness 
and environmental movements, with all their contradictions and shifts in 
meaning, have been a fertile field of engagement for Aboriginal land 
interests. 
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This exploration has involved a reflection on my own interests and 
motives in supporting south-eastern Aboriginal land aspirations during 
the 1970s and 1980s. What was it that white Australians like myself 
found attractive, even compelling, in the Aboriginal land movements of 
the time? Acknowledging the needs for Aboriginal people to be 
formulating their own demands, we supported their strong push for 
land. This left us needing to reconcile our own liberal egalitarian 
positions with Aboriginal arguments for access to land which rest on 
prior and over-riding traditional rights for indigenous custodians as well 
as on grounds of historical disadvantage. Were we seeking to cement our 
own relationships with Aboriginal people by endorsing unquestioningly 
their priorities for the land? Or were we seeking through them to clarify 
and perhaps strengthen our own tenuous, often imaginary, relationship 
to the land? How far did our needs and interests influence the 
expression of Aboriginal demands? And if our starting points have been 
complex, what has been the effect on us of our involvement? Are there 
fruitful syntheses to be found between these divergent political 
positions? What have we learnt from this engagement with Aboriginal 
people and the land? 
Such questions provide the threads which run through the book, linking 
each segment. This is not quite a continuous narrative, although all my 
training and impulses are to try to make it one. I have chosen successive 
periods of high Aboriginal political activity to explore the nature of the 
land issues present. A number of these periods are separated by times of 
lesser activity, or at least less surviving evidence, and so the continuities 
in personnel and direct organisational links are often impossible to trace 
even if they were there. In any case, as I have sought to follow 
Aboriginal land politics over close to two centuries, each of these 
periods has had to be researched in different ways. The 1860s and 1870s, 
for example, are accessible only by documentary sources. Many of these 
were written by non-Aborigines whose relation-ship to Aboriginal 
people was at best ambivalent and at worst repressive. Even the 
interestingly high number written by Aboriginal people themselves were 
usually petitions written for an official audience, which is reflected in 
their language and structure. In contrast, the 1920s has a greater diversity 
of Aboriginal-authored material, as well as illuminations from memory, 
with some Aboriginal people alive in the early 1980s who could recall a 
few of the 1920s activists and the campaigns they fought over their 
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lands. The 1950s are different again. There are still many people living 
who have memories of involvement in those complex times. Their 
reflections can be considered in relation to the material created in the 
process of surveillance by the NSW Welfare Board or ASIO. 
The parts of the book are therefore more like a series of ‘moments’ in 
Aboriginal politics than a continuous story. Each period has different 
sets of sources, with their own range of information and their own 
silences. So each ‘moment’ has a different perspective, but in each I 
concentrate on tracing Aboriginal political expressions and actions, on 
asking how land issues emerge and why. In each I also suggest the 
contemporary white debates and concepts about land and the ways the 
Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal debates interacted, exploring alliances 
and oppositions. 
It is necessary first, however, to establish the basis on which the dynamic 
interactions between Aboriginal people and their colonisers have 
occurred. Chapter 1 draws on recent work in many parts of Australia to 
suggest the complex roles land has played in Aboriginal religious, social, 
cultural and political life in New South Wales. Arising from this, I 
suggest possible directions in which Aboriginal people might have 
sought to use land economically, socially, culturally and politically to 
establish meaningful continuities in the very changed circumstances of 
colonisation. I use the words ‘owners’ and ‘custodians’ interchange-ably 
to indicate Aboriginal holders of traditional ‘native title’. The concept of 
‘custodians’ carries the sense of obligation which is so heavily engaged 
with Aboriginal concepts of landholding (see Chapter 1), while the word 
‘owners’ implies the full and rightful possession which is also 
undoubtedly central to the Aboriginal concepts. Where I am discussing 
the colonising society’s concept of landholding, which is that land is a 
commodity to be bought and sold with the agreement of the state, and 
whose ownership confers no obligations, I indicate that it is Europeans’ 
or white peoples’ ownership to which I refer. 
In the first of the historical moments, Part 1, I discuss the often violent 
processes of invasion and resistance and the very different ways they 
occurred in different regions. But I want to look beyond the ruptures 
caused by the brutality, to see the continuities possible despite the 
massive impact of the invasion on Aboriginal life. By exploring a 
number of case studies, I suggest those continuities which were 
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demonstrated when Aboriginal people began to re-establish themselves 
after the worst violence of the invasion had eased. 
The second moment, Part II, traces the impact of intensifying agriculture 
on Aboriginal communities in the east and south-west of the State, and 
their resulting campaigns to restore and protect their continued access to 
some of their own country. From the 1860s to the 1890s, they adopted 
many strategies, from petitions to government to the direct action of 
squatting on their lands. They began building and farming, creating a 
modest base from within their own cultural framework from which to 
engage with the emerging white Australian society and economy. These 
were Aboriginal victories, however completely they were later to be 
erased from the memory of the non-Aboriginal public. The traces these 
victories left in documents and on various official maps allow us to see a 
widespread movement by Aboriginal people to regain their land. 
The third moment, Part III, traces the increasingly desperate Aboriginal 
defence of those regained lands from the 1910s to the late 1920s. A 
rising white population, Federation zeal and closer-settlement rhetoric 
had intensified pressure on the pockets of Aboriginal farming land. 
Their responses varied widely, from individual resistance and refusal to 
be evicted, to legal battles, through to attempts to negotiate concessions 
with the State government bureaucracies which implemented the 
evictions. Yet inexorably, these bitterly defended patches of land were 
taken into white possession. The Aboriginal farmers of the coastal areas 
moved beyond individual resistance and formed a political organisation, 
with a membership network spread along the seaboard. Their demands 
are recorded in Archives and in press reports, and, for the first time, 
there are fragments of correspondence between Aboriginal people 
suggesting how they expressed their goals internally. 
Part IV explores the 1930s, a very different time when the lands 
defended in the previous decade had all but gone in a second 
dispossession, and the Depression had totally altered the conditions 
faced by Aboriginal people all over the State. This turbulent period saw 
not only a new set of regional political organisations representing 
Aboriginal people, but a wave of political actions at community level, 
many of them in the western areas of the pastoral industry In the 1930s, 
however, changes in the pastoral industry saw these people faced with 
intense pressure to leave their land, some forced into cattle trucks and 
shipped hundreds of miles away from their own country. Their 
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resistance took many forms, but often it was the most direct, grassroots 
response of escape and return, demonstrating the tenacity with which 
they were intent on defending their contacts with their land. 
Part V traces the issue of land through a set of struggles more usually 
seen as being about civil rights and equality: the segregation of rural 
towns, and particularly residential segregation. The marks of both the 
defeats and the victories of the prewar decades can be seen in the 
demands and tactics of the Aboriginal political movements of the 1950s 
and 1960s. Press reports, Aboriginal correspondence and activists’ 
memories reveal a diverse and shifting situation. The period was one in 
which many Aboriginal people tried to manoeuvre so that they could 
retain access to their land. Yet it was also a time when many reluctantly 
made the decision to move away from their home country, often for 
ever. This diaspora did not, however, sever their connections with their 
land: some Aboriginal people continued to nurture their relationship 
with both land and kin back home, while others sought to locate 
themselves socially and morally by negotiating a land relationship in their 
new homes. 
Despite the public representations of Aboriginal political interests as 
being equality of civil rights, the resurgence of land as an issue among 
Aboriginal people in the south-east was quite obvious by the mid-1950s, 
arising from the particular changing pressures in this intensely colonised 
part of Australia. The attention of many whites and some Aboriginal 
activists was focused on campaigns such as the Freedom Ride in 1965, 
and then the referendum in 1967, both campaigns to win 
acknowledgment as citizens. Yet on Australia Day 1972, Aboriginal 
people from New South Wales set up the Tent Embassy, that most 
powerful symbol of their sense of exclusion from the nation and from 
their own land. Part VI explores the way Aboriginal activists chose to 
demonstrate the authority for the Tent Embassy by making a journey 
through eastern New South Wales to record the cherished desires for 
traditional lands held by their elders and fellow community members. 
These testimonies in 1972 open up the range of meanings land held for 
Aboriginal people 200 years after Cook’s landing began the British 
invasion. These meanings, some conserved unchanged and others 
emergent from the tragedies and victories of those years of colonisation, 
were the ground on which the Aboriginal communities of New South 
Wales went on to re-establish, yet again, their Land Rights movement. 
